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by the vividness of the characters. The plot was worked
out logically and without digression and the piece had
as much influence on tragedy as Minna Von Barnhebn
exercised over comedy.

Up to now Lessing had written In prose. For the
loftier theme of Nathan the Wise he used verse. In
this play Nathan, a Jew, whose children have been killed
by Christians, adopts a girl and brings her up as his
daughter. A Knight Templar rescues her from fire
and falls in love with her. She turns out to be his
sister and the Sultan's niece. Thus Jew, Christian
and Mohammedan are united by a family tie. The
play is philosophical, a plea for tolerance voiced with
dignity. But, though the people are partly allegorical,
they are life-like and individual figures and the action
arises naturally from the characters.

Lessing's plays are necessarily somewhat * dated/
His dramatic criticisms remain amazingly fresh, Apart
from commenting shrewdly on contemporary plays, he
attacked the false classicism of the French, condemning
the improbability caused by slavish observance of the
unities of time and place. Tragedy, he held, should
arouse pity as well as terror or admiration and gain Its
effect by representing the Inevitable consequences of
events brought about through the given character of
the central figures. In this, he maintained* Shakespeare
had been far more successful than Cornellle or Voltaire.
Lessing pinned his faith to common sense rather than
formulae in the cause of probability and dramatic effect.
He advocated a condensed and not a fulsome style and
pleaded for imaginative orderliness In preference to
arid reason.

Lessing put forward criticisms of lasting value. But
he was not strong enough to carry the day. Discontent
with pseudo-classicism went to the extreme he had been
anxious to avoid and the result was an orgy of unbridled
sentimentality, of Imagination run riot, the whole move-